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U.S., Saudis Agree to Use Old Milita 


By Don Oberdorfer 

Washington Post Staff Writer 


The United States and Saudi Ara- 
bia have settled on an obscure 15- 
year-old military training pact as 
the legal framework for a broad 
expansion of strategic cooperation 
between the two nations, according 
to U.S. and Saudi sources. 

The United States wants to ex- 
pand the military relationship to 
permit more extensive U.S.-Saudi 
exercises and pre-positioning of 
U.S. air, naval and possibly groupd 
force equipment in case of future 
military need, such as last year’s 
Persian Gulf War. 

Acceptance of the 1977 Military 
Training Mission Treaty as the ba- 
sis for an expanded relationship and 
other developments such as Saudi 
participation in the Middle East 
peace process are signs of a funda- 
mental improvement in bilateral 
relations, the sources said, after the 
United States came to the aid of 
Saudi Arabia with about 550,000 
troops following Iraq’s invasion of 
Kuwait. Besides Saudi Arabia’s 
strategic importance in the Middle 
East, it is also the largest foreign 
supplier of oil to the United States. 

“We cooperated together at a 
time of extraordinary danger for 
both of us and cooperated success- 
fully,” said a senior Pentagon official 
who described the relationship as 
"transform :d” as a result. A Saudi 
official, in a pithier description, 
said, “You never forget somebody 
who saves your neck.” 

Following the successful ouster 
of Iraqi forces from Kuwait in Op- 
eration Desert Storm, Washington 
was frustrs ted in its quest for post- 
war agreements permitting it to 
leave a large number of U.S. tanks, 
armored vehicles, ammunition and 
other material in Saudi Arabia. 

“If in the next few years it again 
becomes necessary for the United 
States to deploy combat power 
abroad, the strategically vital re- 
gion encompassing the Middle East 
and Persian Gulf is at the top of the 


list of likely locales,” said CIA Di- 
rector Robert M. Gates in recent 
congressional testimony. 

But the Saudis, worried about 
anti-American sentiments in the 
Arab world and fundamentalist 
groups at home, wanted to make 
any new security arrangements 
with a handshake or even unspoken 
understandings, while U.S. officials 
initially proposed negotiating full- 
scale defense agreements such as 
those that have been recently 
signed with Kuwait and Bahrain, 
two other Persian Gulf nations. 

The decision to use an amended 
version of the 1977 U.S.-Saudi ac- 
cord, which covers the stationing of 
a small number of military advisers 
there, is expected to open the way 
to a compromise on how explicit to 
make the arrangement. State De- 
partment attorneys are said to be 
making progress toward agreement 
in discussion with the Saudis. 

A Saudi official said completion is 
unlikely before the U.S. presidential 
election in Noveihber because Saudi 
leaders want to know whether they 
will be dealing with President Bush 
or a successor. Sources said the 
Saudis are concerned about any 
agreements that would suggest a 
permanent U.S. military base. 

Secretary of Defense Richard B. 
Cheney earlier this month approved 
a Pentagon plan to store essential 
support equipment for five to six 
fighter wings, or roughly 400 
planes, in Southwest Asia. Most of 
the equipment is believed to be des- 
tined for Saudi Arabia. 

In the same document, the annual 
Defense Planning Guidance, 
Cheney directed the Army to set 
aside 200 of its most modern tanks 
and 200 Bradley fighting vehicles 
for eventual storage in the area. 
This represents a cutback of about 
one-third in the original Pentagon 
plan for on-site positioning of 
ground force equipment. However, 
the planning document indicates the 
Saudis have not yet.agreed to store 
the tanks and personnel carriers. 

Because the Persian Gulf is a 


likely place for the United States to 
deploy firepower, the Navy, which 
now stations an aircraft carrier bat- 
tle group in the area 183 days a 
year, may increase this to as much 
as 270 days a year, according to the 
Pentagon guidance. 

The Air Force has been directed 
to send a team of fighters, bombers 
and support planes to the region for 
the period when no U.S. aircraft 
carrier is stationed nearby, the doc- 
ument said. 

In addition to the recent U.S. 
security pacts with Kuwait and Bah- 
rain and renewal of a 12-year-old 
military accord with Oman, Wash- 
ington is close to agreement with 
Qatar, another Persian Gulf mon- 
archy, and is negotiating an accord 
with the United Arab Emirates. 

Together with the expected deal 
with Saudi Arabia, the most impor- 
tant Arab oil power in the area, thi: 
network of agreements would allov 
the United States flexibility ii 
peacetime military exercises or t< 
deal with a renewed threat fron 
Iraq, Iran or any other source in the 
region. 

More than ever, the United 
States would be in position to be the 
unchallenged protector of the Per- 
sian Gulf. * 

Even now, U.S. military activity 
and flexibility in the region is much 
greater than before the war against 
Iraq, according to U.S. sources. But 
in contrast to the situation before 
Iraq’s August 1990 invasion of Ku- 
wait, “We now have the ability to 
put in the type of forces that would 
give anybody pause,” a senior de- 
fense official said. 

Despite the warming of ties, 
there are likely to be practical prob- 
lems in the relations with the Unit- 
ed States for a long time, according ■ 
to administration officials and other 
specialists. Among those problems 
are: 

■ An apparent Bush administration 
decision to push off action on a Sau- 
di request to purchase U.S. F-15 
fighter jets because of the likelihood 
of a battle with supporters of Israel 



